Introduction
Chinese Meishan pigs are more prolific than European pig breeds, averaging from three to five more piglets per litter (Cheng, 1983 (1993) showed that on day 12, average littermate embryonic diameter and DNA content were less for Meishan embryos than for embryos from European white crossbred sows, although the range of embryonic sizes was similar between the two breeds. Those (Gardner el al, 1973; Bard and Kaufman, 1994) and are the first site of embryonic oestrogen secretion (Gadsby et al, 1980 
Collection of embryos
In our population of pigs, the ovulation time following the onset of oestrus is similar for both Meishan and Yorkshire gilts (Youngs et al, 1994 ), yet Meishan embryonic development has been shown to be slower (Anderson et al, 1993; Youngs et al, 1993 (Table 2 ).
Breed differences were observed in the pattern of embryonic growth from the compact morula to the blastocyst stage (Fig.  2) . The total number of cells of Meishan embryos increased (P < 0.01) from the compact morula to the early blastocyst and again from the early blastocyst to the blastocyst stage (P < 0.01). In contrast, the total number of cells of Yorkshire embryos remained relatively constant from the compact morula through the early blastocyst stage but exhibited a marked (Anderson et al, 1993; Youngs et al, 1993 Youngs et al, , 1994 (Ashworth et al, 1990 (Ashworth et al, , 1992 Ford et al, 1994) and day 90 of gestation (Rivera et al, 1994) , as well as at term (Biensen el al, 1995) .
The number of trophectoderm cells present at elongation may dictate the maximum length of an embryo and, thus, the space within the uterine horn it ultimately occupies. It has been suggested that each fetus in European breeds of pig requires a certain length of uterine horn to survive (Knight et al, 1977; Dziuk, 1985; Wu et al, 1989) . Furthermore, about 10% of prenatal mortality in domestic pigs occurs after day 30 of gestation as a result of fetal overcrowding (Bazer et al, 1969; Fenton et al, 1972; Dziuk, 1985) . Bazer et al. (1988) 
